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Early History of Electricity
It is a curious fact that although one observation of artificially
produced electrification is attributed to Thales, the man with
whom we began the first of the two thousand-year periods that
antedated Leonardo da Vinci, the important discoveries are almost
without exception of recent date. The first scientific treatise on
electricity comprises a single chapter of Dr. Gilbert's book on
magnetism, published in 1600. In this chapter, Queen Elizabeth's
court physician stated that electrified amber attracts smoke par-
ticles, and described the first electroscope, a device comparable in
accuracy to Galileo's crude thermometer. The word electricity was
coined in 1646 by Sir Thomas Browne, a great physician who,
like his famous contemporary Dr. William Harvey, discoverer of
the circulation of the blood, was obliged by public opinion and
royal pressure to assist in the examination of persons accused of
witchcraft. In this period Otto von Guericke, whose experiment
of eight horses pulling against the force due to atmospheric pres-
sure has already been noted, was generating frictional electricity
on a relatively large scale by holding his hands firmly pressed
against a rotating sulphur globe. A little later, in 1729, Stephen
Gray reported the then astounding fact that electricity could be
conducted 700 to 800 feet from a frictional generator by means of
wires or moistened strings.
Amusements of the Wizard of Wittenberg
At this time, long after Newton had published his Principia,
electricity was regarded principally as a means of amusement.
Professor G. M. Bose's adeptness in performing mystifying pranks
with electricity gained him popular fame as the Wizard of Witten-